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de Rubeis: You Were Our Favorite

Yalobusha Review

Edmond deRubeis

You Were Our Favorite
I was working at the Interstate Agency in Manhattan and getting a lot of
articles published in the engineering journals and one day I had phone call
from someone who said, “Hello, this Mr. John Della Chee-AY-za?”
“Well,” I said, “My name is Della Chiesa, that last part is pronounced
KYEH-za.” “Ohhh, OK,” he said. “I'm Pig Nolino.”
No, that’s not an error. I wrote his name down the way it sounded to
me. There was a definite beat between "Pig” and “Nolino.” was startled.
The name looked Italian, Pignolino, on the page. It would be pronounced
Peen-yo-LEE-no, with no “g” sound at all. But he had definitely pronounced
the “g” and separated the two words, so to speak. “Uhhh,” I said, “Uhh,
yes? What can I do for you?”
“I’m head of the engineering department here at the Metropolitan
Institute,” he continued, “and I wondered if we could get together. We’re
having an alumni reunion tomorrow in the ground floor auditorium. Maybe
you’re not familiar with our institute, we’re in westren Queens-” No, that’s
not an error either. even asked him, interrupting, “Uh, did you say the
west, uh, west-” “Yeah,” he said, “the westren part of Queens, near the East
River, Long Island City like, near Greenpernt, Brooklyn.” Greenpernt! “I’ll
give you some more directions-”
When he stopped after the directions I asked him why he had called me
in particular. “Because I’ve been monerting the literature in our field, and
your stuff comes up as very intersting.” He went on to say what it was he
found perticurly intersting about my stuff and the more he spoke the harder
my jaw clenched, the more irresistible the urge to hang up on him. But I had
to admit, I was curious.
I made an excuse at the office for leaving early and got to the
Metropolitan Institute in the early afternoon. The Institute was housed in
what looked like an old factory building on the outside. Inside, the street
floor seemed to have been rehabilitated, and I was directed to an upper floor
where the corridors seemed normal while the ceilings were quite high and
revealed beams covered in concrete. I opened the door that said “PROF. A.
J. PIGNOLINO” and entered a rather small office, with a desk near the
door, where a woman (who did not acknowledge me) sat. Just few feet
behind was another desk, where a small, bald, rotund man rose, extended his
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hand and greeted me with, “Mr. Chee-AY-za-” I stopped him immediately
and said, “It’s pronounced Della KYEH-za, if you remember, professor.”
“Oh,” he said, “I remember now. Ya know, my Italian is not too good.
My folks talked some southern dialect but I hated that stuff. I’d tell them
'you’re in America now, you gotta talk American.’ They’d get mad at me.
But let’s talk.”
He explained that the department had just been formed and suggested
that might join him. I would have to spend three years getting a Ph.D.
degree while teaching two or three courses, at very low salary, then slowly
climb the ladder to full professor and tenure. Perhaps. It was not an attractive
thought.
“I’ll have to think about it,” I said.
Then he said, “Let’s go down to the meeting room-my wife should
there.”
He introduced me to his wife as “Mr. Della, uh-” when I interrupted
him and said, "Della Chiesa" and his wife said in perfect Italian, “Oh, Della
Chiesa!" She went on in a German accent, “What a lovely name! You know,
Antony,” she said to her husband, “it means 'Of the Church,’ isn’t that
interesting?”
“Mmm, uh huh, intersting, hmm,” he said, frowning. “Let’s get a
table-over there!”
“You know,” she said, “I met Antony when he was in Austria at the end
of the war. He was a young American soldier and he liked Austria so much.”
I noticed that she used the Italian version of her country’s name and
pronounced it “Owstria.”
“Now, Frieda,” said Professor Pig Nolino, frowning a bit more. “I wish
you wouldn’t-”
“He stayed after the occupation,” she continued, “and went to
university in Salzburg. He learned German very well.”
It occurred to me that in Austria Mr. Pignolino would be addressed as
Herr g Nolino.
“Yes,” she continued, “he spoke German very well, and I had learned
some Italian, but he, with an Italian name, he knew little Italian.”
“Now Frieda, please-”
“He explained that his parents were from the south of Italy and had very
little education and in America they talked with mixture of their dialect and
English-”
“Now, really, Frieda-”
“Nothing wrong with what I say, Antony, was gibt mit dir?" Then she
was silent.
We were all silent.
People at other tables were drinking beer and wine, and sounds became
louder and the laughter more raucous, but Professor Pig Nolino appeared
lost in an angry fog. His purpose in inviting me to this reunion seemed
forgotten.
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The silence at our table endured a while longer. I couldn’t stop fidgeting.
Then a tall, well-dressed man called out from across the room.
“Hey, look who’s there! You see that, fellas?” He started in our
direction, picking up a retinue along the way. It was obvious that he was
quite drunk. “It’s Piggy, fellas! Yeah, Piggy!"
Professor Pig Nolino never looked up at the man. He crouched lower in
his seat, his head down, scowling.
The man and his friends arrived at the table. He hovered over us,
unsteady on his feet. “Yeah! Hey, Piggy! We used to call you Piggy!” The
professor crouched lower, scowled more than ever, and muttered something
like, "Yeah! Hmmm!"
“Yeah! You were our favorite, Piggy! Didja know that?”
As the drunk and his group crowded the table, overshadowing it, I eased
my chair backwards. A waiter arrived with complementary champagne.
Quietly I got up and walked to the door. I turned in time to see the drunk
crouching, one arm draped over the professor’s back, the room floating with
laughter, and for an instant it all seemed to be such a joyful scene, like a
homecoming or bon voyage. Then I caught Ms. P staring at me in horror,
and I fled through the glass doors into the embrace of the
I inhaled deeply. There are nights made entirely of splendid noise and
light, of harmless strangers and rousing summer air, nights bursting with
possibility, and I was thankful that tonight would be one of these.
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